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THE NATIONAL SOLAR HEATING AND COOLING INFORMATION CENTER
Jeremy A. Lifsey and Sanford Zane Meschkow
National Solar Heating and Cooling Information Center
Rockville, MD 20850

Abstract
The Center is an information service funded by the U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development and the U.S. Department of Energy
as part of a program to foster the use of solar energy in domestic
hot water systems and the heating and cooling of buildings. The
Center answers questions by mail and over toll-free hot lines, oper
ates a mobile exhibit van and several exhibits that appear at con
ferences and trade shows, and distributes HUD and DOE publications
on solar energy. Users can request lists of addresses of solar
design and construction professionals, manufacturers, distributors,
banks that have given solar mortgage or construction loans and solar
films, slides, and video tapes. Users can also obtain information
on solar design, equipment testing, standards, climatic data, HUD
and DOE construction grants, state and federal tax incentive and
solar land use and access legislation, solar courses and seminars,
speakers on solar energy, and fact sheets and bibliographies on
various aspects of solar energy.
As of 9/1 the Center had processed 178,140 phone calls and 144,640
letters requesting solar information. A recent survey of 46,850
phone calls showed that 67$ of the toll-free hot line users were
private citizens and 33$ were businessmen and professionals.
61.3#
wanted general solar information and the next most popular topics
were costs and payback, sources of equipment, HUD and DOE demonstra
tion grants, and the state hot water initiative grants.
Interest is
weak in the southeastern states.
Those interested in doing research on various aspects of the potential
solar market should know that sections of the NSHCIC mailing list
are available for a nominal fee.
1.
(Figure 1).

INTRODUCTION

equipment that are available today, where and
how to buy solar products, and the feasibility

I've been asked to speak today as

of solar energy use in specific parts of the

a representative of the National Solar Heating
and Cooling Information Center (NSHCIC). My

country.
As part of a national program demon
strating solar energy, the Department of Ener

purpose is to explain how the Center is set up,

gy (DOE) and the Department of Housing and

what information and free services are availato you, and how to make the best use of those
services.

Urban Development (HUD) created NSHCIC to in
crease public awareness of the use of solar
energy for space heating, space cooling, and

Although solar energy systems have been big

domestic water heating and to aid the building

news for years now, many people still do not
really know much about them. There exists a
fair amount of confusion as to who is doing

and construction industry to apply solar en
ergy. One of the barriers to the more rapid
growth of solar energy usage is that decision

what, the types of systems and quality of

makers sometimes do not have enough informa6

future of solar.

tion to make informed decisions about going

Many, such as our mortgage

solar. The Center exists to fill those infor lending pamphlet, are aimed at special interest
group. And as the need for further specialized
mation needs.
documents is perceived, the documents will be
2. INFORMATION DISSEMINATION ACTIVITIES
created.
The Center's activities are divided into infor
We can put builders in touch with SOLCOST, which
mation dissemination and an active outreach
is a computer program for sizing and costing
program. The outreach program basically con
solar for specific homes, and bankers in touch
sists of exhibits, conferences, and displays
with RSVP (Residential Solar Viability Program),
aimed at various professional communities.
a financial evaluative computer program.
The information dissemination consists of
gathering the flood of information that pours

A large portion of the information we give out

in from government agencies, professional as

relates to the DOE and HUD demonstration pro

sociations, and private citizens, digesting

grams (Figure 9).

it, repackaging it, and making it available in

limited to builders, developers, and publicly-

convenient form for everybody (Figure 2).

owned property, provides grants covering the
added cost of a solar system for residences

The Center handles all the inquiries about

(Figure 10).

solar energy used for heating and cooling of

The DOE program provides govern

ment cost-sharing for part of the added cost

buildings (and for hot water systems) for HUD,

of solar for commercial buildings.

DOE, and any other Federal agency that is not
equipped to handle them.

The HUD program, which is

We also answer ques

tions about the Solar Demonstration Grant Pro

As you can

well imagine, the interest in these programs
is great.

gram and help people obtain grant applications. Along with information on eligibility and ap
plication procedures, we will soon process

Most of the material the Center distributes

and make available the instrumented and non-

consists of summary sheets, lists, bibliogra

instrumented data gathered from previous

phies, and computer printouts based on data
compiled by the Center.

demonstration projects.

For example, we dis

numerous surveys and interviews from a pool of

tribute lists of locations of various types
of solar installations (Figure 3).

The findings of

empirical rather than theoretical data larger

We provide

and more detailed than any previously availa
ble .

computerized lists of architects, contractors,
builders, manufacturers, and distributors of
solar equipment (Figure H ). We also list

There are still some services I haven’t men

schools giving solar courses, buildings that

tioned (Figure 11).

can be visited, and passive solar designers

standards information, information on solar

(Figure 5).

laws passed or pending in every state, infor

We also distribute other lists

We can provide equipment

of useful information on various solar topics

mation on the climatic aspects of solar energy

(Figure 6).

in every state, and we also operate a speaker's

We have written or will distri

bute short summary sheets discussing various

bureau.

aspects of solar energy (Figure 7).

myself will come directly from the Center to

We pro

vide short bibliographies on various aspects

speak on topics of interest.

of solar energy taken from the current litera
ture

(Figure 8).

For those of you who are involved in marketing

We even provide lists of

of solar products or are just interested in

addresses of manufacturers that are sources
of various specialized solar components.
this material is free I

In certain cases, speakers such as

doing research on the opinions of those inter

All

ested in solar energy, I would like to point
out that some of the sections of our mailing

Publications available from us include selected list, which is subdivided into those categories
HUD and DOE documents and those we put together listed in Figures 17 and 18, are available for
ourselves.

These range from the basic brochure a nominal fee.

we send to those wishing an introduction to

Such lists have proved to be

valuable research and marketing tools.

solar energy usage to an analysis of the

Other specialized information services are
7

available to concerned professionals.

This

and a literature reference section.

includes information on sales, mortgage lend

However,

the most important part of the van’s cargo is

ing, market projections, the role of public

its staff— two highly skilled information

utilities and solar, and so forth.

analysts from the Center.

NSHCIC maintains direct computer tie-ins to

area in 1979 can still be arranged.

the DOE RECON system in Oak Ridge, Tennessee,

The Center also operates a number of fixed

and to the NBS data bank.

exhibits for HUD.

RECON supplies

A visit to your

There are a variety of

NSHCIC bibliographic data on over 1-1/2 mil

exhibit set-ups, including those with animated

lion energy-related articles, reports, con

models for small conventions, and a large

ference proceedings and other documents, while

modular exhibit complete with four working

the NBS data bank holds the solar demonstra
tion program data.

models of solar systems and a theater in which

Even this mountain of information is sometimes

Again, the most important part of these dis

not enough.

plays is a knowledgeable staff.

films can be shown for the larger gatherings.

Some particularly technical ques

In our first

tions must be taken to our staff of engineers.

year these exhibits were visited by approxi

Other questions may require consulting legis

mately 175,000 people.

lators or solar experts anywhere in the coun

and professional conferences and meetings across the country.

try. It is not easy, but we try our best to
be a "one-stop" solar center.
3.

A relatively new development is the joint
planning with state energy offices of regional

OUTREACH

and local energy conferences. Because the
state energy offices are familiar with the

Our outreach program is designed to complement
the information handling activities. While
some of it— such as our press desk— operates

needs of their areas, information can be
tailored to meet these needs.

within the Center, the program largely con

NSHCIC provides

resources, Including films and slide shows,

sists of going out to meet with select target

some speakers, and regional publications.

groups, such as builders, designers, archi

These publications are later also made avail
able through the Center.

tects, contractors, and the financial commun
ity.

They are sent to trade

When the Center first began, our out
4.

reach activities were totally geared to the
general public.

However, we found that the

PUBLIC RESPONSE

We received over 323,000 requests for informa

private sector has a far greater interest in

tion in our first three years of operation a-

solar than anyone had dared imagine. The de
mand for solar far outstripped the availa

bout evenly divided between letters and tele
phone calls over our toll-free solar hot line.

bility of professionals knowledgeable about
its application.
Our emphasis therefore has
shifted somewhat to reaching building trades

Only the 48 continental states can reach us
toll-free.
The majority of contacts from
Hawaii, Alaska, Puerto Rico, and elsewhere are
by letter.

professionals with the information they need
(Figure 12).

The use of the toll-free hot line will vary
This is the HUD Solar Center, a mobile exhibit
housed in a 30-foot van, staffed and run by
NSHCIC. In its first year of operation, the

greatly with the seasons, the weather, the
appearances of the toll-free numbers in vari
ous media, and even current events relating
to energy policy (Figure 13). This graph of

van presented residential solar heating and
cooling information to over 75,000 Americans
in all parts of the continental U.S.

the monthly phone totals in our first year of
operations clearly shows a Christmas leveling

The mobile exhibit displays include three

off in calls, a slump caused by the Big Freeze

working model homes, two audio-visual taped
presentations, pictures of solar homes, a

in January of ’77 followed by increased
Interest in solar energy, and a peak caused

blueprint area, samples of solar collectors,

by President Carter's speeches on energy
policy (Figure 14).
8

This graph of our monthly

phone totals for our second year of operation

(Figure 17).

Who were the biggest users of

shows a January ’78 Big Freeze lull and a big

the hot line during the period surveyed?

peak caused by the wide-spread publication of

Roughly 67% of the users were private citizens

our numbers in the power emergency states.

(or people who did not give their business

Other peaks can be attributed to the publica

address or affiliation).

Businessmen associ

tion of our number in U.S. News and World Re

ated with nonsolar firms, educators or students,

ports, or on major network news shows, to

building contractors, architects/designers/

name just two contributing factors (Figure 15). planners, and engineers made up most of the
rest of the user population.

Interest in solar energy varies around the
country.

The "Other"

category consists of all those caller cate

We have compared the percentage of

calls and letters received from each state and

gories that each constituted less than 1% (468)

possession with the percentage that state or

of the sample (Figure 18).

possession contributed to the U.S. population.

While this sample only reflects conditions

Nineteen states and Washington, D.C. show an

during the first few months of 1978 prior to

interest in solar energy well out of propor

Sun Day (May 3rd), it seems safe to say that

tion to their population.

there are many potential Center users that are

This slide shows

weak interest in New York state compared to

underrepresented in this sample.

New England and a broad band of low contact

and appointed public officials and career

states across the South.

Southern disinterest

Both elected

civil servants seem to be lagging far behind

might be expected because of warmer winters

the public.

and cheaper utility rates, but a lack of con

ties appear way down the list.

tacts from such states as New York, Ohio

ing the potential long range savings in energy

and Michigan is surprising.

costs to a hospital of a solar hot water

Efforts have

The legal and financial communi
And, consider

been made to promote the Center more strongly

system, the small number of calls from hospital

in the minus states and this situation is ex

staffs was a surprise.

pected to improve in the future.

tional work remains to be done.

What kinds of questions are the users of the
NSHCIC hot line asking?

5.

A recent survey of

from the National Center, how should you best

vast majority wanted basic introductory in

approach us?

formation on solar, bottom line information

Well, to begin with, don’t ask

for "everything there is on solar energy".

on solar economics, sources of solar equipment

I t ’s physically impossible.

and products, and information on HUD and DOE

Broad or vague

requests for information are usually met with

We had expected that many

a copy of our general brochure and a few ap

of the users of the hot line would be inter

propriate bibliographies.

ested in learning the locations of the solar

The more specific

a request is, the easier it is to answer.

buildings in their localities so that they
could visit them.

USING OUR SERVICES

Now that you know what information is available

the calls of several months showed that the

grants (Figure 16).

Clearly, more promo

A

request for contractors with solar system ex

As this figure shows, this

perience, for example, can be answered on the

turned out to be of interest to only a few.

spot with a list of such builders In the mail
the next day (Figure 19).

It seems that most of the people who had con
tacted us during the period being sampled
were beyond the sightseeing stage.

How do you go about tapping this flow of solar

While the

vast majority were interested in additional

information?

You can write us at:

information of a general nature, such as, "Do

1607, Rockville, MD

P.0. Box

20850; or phone our toll-

I need a backup system?" or "How many days

free WATS line (800-523-2929 in the continental

worth of heat can I store?", the strong in

U.S.; 800-462-4983 in Pennsylvania).

terest shown in sources of solar equipment

(Figure 20).

and economic shows that many of the users of

mation we send.you will help you plan your
solar dream house of the future.
Thank you.

the Center are well past the basic question
Phase.
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The Center hopes that the infor

OTHER USEFUL LISTS OF INFORMATION SOURCES
*

SOLAR EQUIPMENT CATALOGS

*

SOLAR DIRECTORIES

*

SOLAR ENERGY NEWSLETTERS

*

SOLAR GPO PUBLICATIONS

*

SOLAR SCIENCE ITEMS

*

SOLAR HOUSE PLANS

*

FILMS AND SLIDES AVAILABLE

*

CONFERENCES AND WORKSHOP SCHEDULE

*

COMPUTER PROGRAMS FOR TESTING AND
SIZING

*

EQUIPMENT TEST FACILITIES

FIGURE 5.

FIGURE 1.
*

LISTS OF INFORMATION SOURCES.

THE NSHCIC LOGO.

ANSWERS ALL QUESTIONS ABOUT THE USE
OF SOLAR ENERGY IN
- HEATING OF BUILDINGS

SHORT SUMMARY SHEETS ARE AVAILABLE ON:
* GEODESIC DOMES

*

- COOLING OF BUILDINGS
HUD SOLAR DEMONSTRATION GRANTS FOR

*
*

ENERGY CONSERVATION
HEAT TRANSFER FLUID

*

RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS
DOE DEMONSTRATION GRANTS FOR NON-

*
*

SOLAR ASSISTED HEAT PUMPS
SOLAR ENERGY BASICS

RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS

*

SOLAR SYSTEM COMPONENTS

*

SWIMMING POOL HEATERS

*

THERMAL STORAGE

*
*

MOBILE HOMES AND SOLAR ENERGY
CONSUMER TIPS

*

SOLAR AND PUBLIC UTILITIES

FIGURE 2.

WHAT NSHCIC DOES

SOLAR INSTALLATION LISTS AVAILABLE
*
*

SCHOOLS
BANKS

*

CHURCHES

*
*

HOSPITALS
LAUNDRIES

*
*

RESTAURANTS
HOTELS AND MOTELS

*

COMMUNITY/RECREATION CENTERS

FIGURE 3.

MAJOR
*
*
*
*

SOLAR INSTALLATION LISTS AVAIL
ABLE.

LISTS AVAILABLE DIVIDED BY STATE
EQUIPMENT MANUFACTURERS
EQUIPMENT DISTRIBUTORS
SYSTEM DESIGNERS
SYSTEM INSTALLERS

FIGURE 6.

SUMMARY SHEETS AVAILABLE.

BIBLIOGRAPHIES ARE AVAILABLE ON:
*

PASSIVE SOLAR SYSTEMS

*

UNDERGROUND HOUSING

*

DO-IT-YOURSELF SYSTEMS

*

EUTECTIC SALTS

*

SOLAR AIR CONDITIONING

*

SOLAR ASSISTED HEAT PUMPS

*

CHILDREN AND YOUNG ADULTS SOLAR
LITERATURE

*

SCHOOLS WITH SOLAR COURSES

*
*

SOLAR GREENHOUSES
SOLAR RETROFITS

*
*

PASSIVE SOLAR DESIGNERS
BANKS GIVING SOLAR LOANS

*
*

*

SOLAR BUILDINGS THAT CAN BE VISITED

ALTERNATIVE ENERGY TECHNOLOGIES
SOLAR ENERGY MARKETING PROJECTIONS
& POTENTIAL

FIGURE l\.

MAJOR LISTS AVAILABLE BY STATE.

FIGURE 7.

BIBLIOGRAPHIES AVAILABLE.

SPECIALIZED MANUFACTURERS' LISTS
PLIERS OF:
* SILICON CELLS
• SOLAR COOKERS
«

SOLAR KITS

*

ABSORBER PLATES (STEEL)

*

ABSORBER PLATES (ALUMINUM)

*

SOLAR ENGINES

*

SOLAR STILLS

*

WINDOW COLLECTORS

•

THERMAL CEMENT

*

COLLECTOR PLATES

FIGURE 8.

SPECIALIZED MANUFACTURERS' LISTS.
FIGURE 12.

NSHCIC MOBILE VAN EXHIBIT.

FIGURE 13.

MONTHLY PHONE CALL TOTALS,
FIRST YEAR.

FIGURE 1H.

MONTHLY PHONE CALL TOTALS
SECOND YEAR.

ELIGIBILITY GUIDELINES FOR HUD SOLAR DEMON
STRATION GRANTS:
*

MEDIAN LEVEL HOUSING SOUGHT

*

NO SINGLE FAMILY DOMESTIC HOT WATER
SYSTEMS (EXCEPT AS PART OF LARGE
REHAB PROJECT)

*

NO AWARDS FOR PROJECTS WITH OWNER
OR TENANT PRE-IDENTIFIED

FIGURE 9.

HUD SOLAR DEMONSTRATION GRANT
ELIGIBILITY GUIDELINES.

WHO CAN APPLY FOR DOE SOLAR DEMONSTRATION
GRANTS:
*

INDIVIDUALS

*

CORPORATIONS

*

EDUCATIONAL OR OTHER INSTITUTIONS

*

STATE AND LOCAL AGENCIES

FIGURE 10.

DOE SOLAR DEMONSTRATION GRANT
QUALIFICATION GUIDELINES.

ADDITIONAL SERVICES OF NSHCIC:
*

SOLAR EQUIPMENT STANDARDS INFORMA
TION

*

FEDERAL AND STATE SOLAR LEGISLATION
DATA BANK

*

SOLAR CLIMATIC DATA FILE

*

SOLAR SPEAKERS BUREAU

*

SPEAKERS ON SPECIAL TOPICS FROM NSHCIC

*

FREE MAILING LISTS OF VARIOUS GROUPS
INTERESTED IN SOLAR ENERGY

FIGURE 11 .

ADDITIONAL SERVICES OF NSHCIC.
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BREAKDOWN OF SURVEYED CALLS BY CALLER CA
TEGORY

(TOTAL:

46,850)

CALLER CATEGORY

% CALLED

PRIVATE CITIZEN

NO. CALLED

67.4

GENERAL BUSINESS FIRM

6.7

31,563
3,134

EUDCATIONAL INSTITUTION

4.5

2,100

BUILDING CONTRACTOR

3.1

1,469

ARCHITECT/DESIGNER/

FIGURE 15.

PLUS STATES CONTRIBUTE MORE
NSHCIC CONTACTS THAN THEIR
POPULATION PERCENTAGE.
STATES
MARKED "E" CONTRIBUTE CONTACTS
ROUGHLY EQUAL TO POPULATION
PERCENTAGE. MINUS STATES CON
TRIBUTE LESS CONTACTS THAN
THEIR POPULATION PERCENTAGE
CONTRIBUTION TO THE U.S. POPU
LATION.

SOURCES OF EQUIPMENT

61.3

28,705

8.9

4,167
4,141

8.9

HUD & DOE GRANTS

7.5

TECHNICAL INFORMATION
HOT WATER INITIATIVE
($400 State Grants)
OTHER

3.5
2.3
2.3

LOCAL LEGISLATION
COURSES AND SEMINARS
SOLAR BUILDING LOCATIONS
EQUIPMENT STANDARDS
FIGURE 16.

1.9
1.4
1.2
.7
.2

1,021

2.1

996

CAREER PUBLIC OFFICIAL

1.8

862

SOLAR EQUIPMENT MANF.

1.8

PUBLIC LIBRARY

1.7

851
808

REALTY COMPANY

1.7

781

BUILDER DEVELOPER

1.5
1.2

720

FINANCIAL COMMUNITY
OTHER

4.4 +

545
2,009

MOST COMMON USERS OF THE TOLLFREE HOT LINE SERVICE IN THE
EARLY MONTHS OF 1978.

BREAKDOWN OF SURVEYED CALLS BY CALLER
CATEGORY
(TOTAL:
46, 850)
CALLER CATEGORY

3,497
1,652
1,085
1,060

ADDRESSES OF SOLAR
PROFESSIONALS
FEDERAL, STATE &

2.2

FIGURE 17.

BREAKDOWN OF ALL SURVEYED CALLS (TOTAL 46
TOPIC
PERCENTAGE
NUMBER
GENERAL SOLAR
INFORMATION
COST & PAYBACK

PLANNER
ENGINEER

912
654
563
310

TOPICS HOT LINE USERS FIND OF
GREATEST INTEREST.
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#

CALLED

.6

LEGAL COMMUNITY

.6

INSTITUTIONS
RESEARCH

.6

PUBLIC UTILITY
NEWS MEDIA

.5
.4

OIL OR GAS COMPANY

.2

190
108

MARKETING COMMUNITY
HOSPITALS

.2

100

.2

MUSEUMS

.0+

81
8

FIGURE 18.

94

%CALLED

ELECTED/APPOINTED OFFICIAL
TRADE/PROF. ASSOCIATION

.6

.5

293
284
261
260
213
211

BREAKDOWN OF "OTHER" CALLER
CATEGORY. THESE WERE THE
CALLERS MAKING THE LEAST USE
OF THE TOLL-FREE HOT LINE SER
VICE IN THE EARLY MONTHS OF
1978 PRIOR TO SUN DAY (MAY 3RD).

Mr. Lifsey’s varied background includes

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HUD OR DOE SOLAR

advanced radar development at the U.S.
DEMONSTRATION GRANTS OR ANY ASPECT OF SOLAR

Army Signal Research and Development

ENERGY, WRITE:

Laboratories, management of Burroughs

NATIONAL SOLAR HEATING & COOLING
INFORMATION CENTER
P.0. BOX 1607
ROCKVILLE, MD 20850

Corporation’s Systems Analysis Office,
and the Vice Presidency of Auerbach As
sociates' Socio-Economic Division.

Prior

to joining the Franklin Institute Research

OR CALL TOLL FREE:

Laboratories and NSHCIC in 1976, he designed
(800) 462-4983 IN PENNSYLVANIA ONLY

and taught a course on the impact of social

(800) 523-2929 IN THE REST OF THE CONTINENTAL
U.S.A.

legislation on society at Temple Univer

FIGURE 19.

bilitation programs, staggered work hours,

sity and conducted studies on drug reha

HOW TO CONTACT NSHCIC.

and car and van pooling.

SANFORD ZANE MESCHKOW (B.S., S.U.N.Y. New
Paltz, 1964; M.S. Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute, 1966) Senior Technical Editor,
Publications Group, NSHCIC
Mr. Meschkow's background includes technical
editing for GE's Apollo Support Division
and technical advertising for Leviton Manu
facturing.

He joined the Franklin Institute

Research Laboratories in 1970 and has edited
FIGURE 20.

abstract journals on powder metallurgy and

IS THIS YOUR SOLAR DREAM HOUSE OF
THE FUTURE?

urethane plastics, edited manuals on alumi
num welding and training of explosives de
tection dogs, and managed four projects for

AUTHOR’S BIOGRAPHIES

the Pennsylvania Technical Assistance Pro
JEREMY A. LIFSEY (B.S., Physics, Brooklyn

gram (PENNTAP).

College, 1952; M.S. Mathematics, Rutgers,

1976 he has managed the toll-free hot line

1956)

staff and written widely on solar energy

Since joining NSHCIC in

Vice President, FIRL; Director, Technology

topics.

Transfer Department and NSHCIC

hot water installation manual.

He is currently completing a solar
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